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Liberal Education and Liberal Dogma 
BENJAMIN G. LOCKERD. JR. 
In Christianity and Culture, T. S. Eliot recounts Coleridge's warning that certain 
nineteenth-centurv educational reforms would turn education into mere instruction. 
A century later, Eli~t confirms the realization of Coleridge's prophecy and makes his 
own prediction as to the ne:x-.: phase of educational reform: 
This revolution has been effected: to the populace education means instruc-
tion. The ne:x-r step to be taken by the clericalism of secularism, is the incul-
cation of the political principles approved by the party in power. (33) 
I am not ready to admit that Eliot's dire prophecy has come true, but the establish-
ment of required courses in "multiculturalism" at colleges around the country is a 
sign that it may, for these courses do seek to inculcate the political principles of the 
party in power on American campuses (if not in Washington). One of my col-
leagues said when some political subject arose a few years ago," Well, I assume we 
are all liberals." The proposal for "multicultural" education currently before the 
faculty at Grand Valley State University, like similar ones elsewhere, makes this same 
assumption and intends to turn our students into liberals too. Genuine liberal 
thinkers, such as Arthur Schlessinger and C. Vann Woodward, have seen the con-
tradiction inherent in this project and have denounced it. These people can distin-
guish between their commitment to liberal political views and their commitment to 
liberal education. I write this to urge my colleagues at Grand Valley State University 
and my colleagues across the country to be clear about that distinction and to reject 
proposals for separate required courses in "multiculturalism" (a word which I must 
place in quotation marks, since those who bandy it about have not defined it). 
A year ago I taught a course called "Introduction to Liberal Studies," the text for 
which is a collection of essays edited by Professor Stephen Rowe of our philosophy 
department. As I attempted to lead the students through this collection, I was 
surprised at how little thought I myself had previously given to the concept of liberal 
education. What I learned while teaching this course makes it clear to me that re-
quired diversity education is inimical to liberal education. 
Mark Van Doren gives what is, to my mind, the best beginning definition in 
Rowe's anthology because he approaches it by speaking of the "liberal arts" which 
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: r a l  a r t s "  w h i c h  
l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  f o s t e r s .  H e  c o n t r a s t s  t h e s e  w i t h  t h e  u s e f u l  o r  p r a c t i c a l  a r t s  ( s u c h  a s  
f a r m i n g ,  c a r p e n t r y ,  o r  m e t a l w o r k i n g )  a n d  a l s o  w i t h  t h e  f i n e  a r t s  ( s u c h  a s  m u s i c ,  
p a i n t i n g ,  a n d  p o e t r y ) .  " T h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s , "  V a n  D o r e n  s a y s ,  " a r e  t h e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n t e l l e c -
t u a l  a r t s ,  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  a r e  k e y s  t o  a l l  o f  m a n ' s  o p e r a t i o n s  a s  m a n "  (  4 2 - 3 ) .  H e  i s  t h i n k -
i n g ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  m a n  a s  h o m o  s a p i e n s ,  m a n  t h e  k n o w e r .  
T h i s  c a p a c i t y  f o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  k n o w l e d g e  e n t e r s  i n t o  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  a n d  f i n e  a r t s ,  t o  b e  
s u r e ,  b u t  t h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s  a r e  t h o s e  w h o s e  a i m  i s  s i m p l y  k n o w l e d g e ,  n o t  p r a c t i c e .  W e  
s e e k  k n o w l e d g e  b e c a u s e  t h a t  i s  w h a t  w e  d o  a s  h u m a n  b e i n g s ,  a n d  b e c a u s e  s e e k i n g  
t h a t  ( a d m i t t e d l y  e l u s i v e )  g o a l  m a k e s  u s  m o r e  f u l l y  h u m a n .  I n  t h i s  s e n s e  t h e  l i b e r a l  
a r t s  ( i n c l u d i n g  n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s )  a r e  h u m a n i s t i c .  A r i s t o t l e  s a y s  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  
h i s  M e t a p h y s i c s  t h a t  p e o p l e  a r e  b y  n a t u r e  c u r i o u s ,  a n d  t h i s  e s s e n t i a l  t r u t h  i s  s o  o b -
v i o u s  t h a t  i t  c o m e s  t o  b e  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  p a r o d i e d  b y  p u r v e y o r s  o f  g o s s i p  r a g s  w h o  
p r o c l a i m  t h a t  " I n q u i r i n g  m i n d s  w a n t  t o  k n o w . "  ( D e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t s  w h o  h a v e  b y  
n o w  p e g g e d  m e  f o r  a  n a i v e  e s s e n t i a l i s t  n e e d  m i s r e a d  n o  f u r t h e r . )  
V a n  D o r e n  p r o c e e d s  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s .  T h e y  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  o n l y  t w o :  l a n -
g u a g e  a n d  m a t h e m a t i c s  (  4 3 ) .  N a t u r a l  l a n g u a g e  i s  t h e  a r t  o f  k n o w i n g  ( o r  t o o l  o f  
k n o w i n g ,  i f  y o u  p r e f e r )  p r a c t i c e d  b y  s c h o l a r s  i n  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s ;  m a t h e m a t i c s  i s  t h e  
a r t  o f  k n o w i n g  p r a c t i c e d  b y  n a t u r a l  s c i e n t i s t s .  V a n  D o r e n  w r o t e  t h i s  b e f o r e  s o c i a l  
s c i e n c e  c l a i m e d  t o  b e  a  s e p a r a t e  a n d  e q u a l  d o m a i n .  T h a t  c l a i m  m a y  b e  b a s e d  o n  t h e  
s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t ' s  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  a n d  m a t h e m a t i c a l  ( i . e .  s t a t i s t i c a l )  w a y s  o f  
k n o w i n g .  T h e  t w o  l i b e r a l  a r t s  h a v e  d i f f e r e n t  f u n c t i o n s :  n a t u r a l  l a n g u a g e  n a m e s  t h e  
q u a l i t i e s  o r  k i n d s  o f  t h i n g s ;  m a t h e m a t i c a l  l a n g u a g e  n a m e s  t h e  n u m b e r s  o r  a m o u n t s  
o f  t h i n g s  (  4 5 ) .  A l l  t h e  s p e c i a l i z e d  d i s c i p l i n e s  i n  t h e  m o d e r n  l i b e r a l  a r t s  c u r r i c u l u m  
r e f i n e  o u r  u s e  o f  o n e  o r  t h e  o t h e r  ( o r  b o t h )  o f  t h e s e  t w o  s y m b o l i c  s y s t e m s .  
I t  i s  i n s t r u c t i v e  t o  r e c a l l ,  a s  V a n  D o r e n  d o e s ,  t h a t  t h e  l e s s  s p e c i a l i z e d  c u r r i c u l u m  o f  
t h e  m e d i e v a l  u n i v e r s i t i e s  w a s  b r o k e n  d o w n  i n t o  t w o  d i v i s i o n s  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  t o  l a n -
g u a g e  a n d  m a t h e m a t i c s .  T h e  t r i v i u m  ( g r a m m a r ,  r h e t o r i c ,  a n d  l o g i c )  w a s  t h e  e n t i r e t y  
o f  t h e  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  c u r r i c u l u m  a n d  t a u g h t  l i n g u i s t i c  d i s c i p l i n e s ;  t h e  q u a d r i v i u m  
( a r i t h m e t i c ,  m u s i c ,  g e o m e t r y ,  a n d  a s t r o n o m y )  t a u g h t  m a t h e m a t i c a l  d i s c i p l i n e s  t o  
g r a d u a t e  s t u d e n t s .  T h i s  d i v i s i o n  i n t o  l a n g u a g e  d i s c i p l i n e s  a n d  m a t h e m a t i c a l  d i s -
c i p l i n e s  g o e s  b a c k  t o  a n c i e n t  t i m e s .  I t  i s  r e f l e c t e d  t o d a y  i n  t h e  t h r e e  R ' s  t a u g h t  a t  t h e  
e l e m e n t a r y  l e v e l :  r e a d i n '  a n d  w r i t i n '  a r e  l i n g u i s t i c :  ' r i t h m e t i c  i s  m a t h e m a t i c a l  ( V a n  
D o r e n  4 9 ) .  A t  t h e  c o l l e g e  l e v e l  t h e r e  a r e  o n l y  t w o  c o u r s e s  w e  r e q u i r e  a l l  s t u d e n t s  t o  
t a k e :  E n g l i s h  C o m p o s i t i o n  a n d  A l g e b r a .  W e  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  t h e s e  t w o  a r e  t h e  f u n -
d a m e n t a l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d i s c i p l i n e s  t h a t  m a k e  a l l  t h e  o t h e r s  p o s s i b l e .  
N o w ,  e v e n  i n  t h e  t h e o l o g i c a l l y - o r i e n t e d  m e d i e v a l  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  r e l i g i o n  w a s  n o t  
a d d e d  a s  a n o t h e r  R - s u b j e c t  ( t h o u g h  t h e o l o g y  w a s  c e r t a i n l y  a s s u m e d  t o  b e  t h e  u l -
t i m a t e  c o n c e r n  o f  a l l  s c h o l a r s ) .  A n d  e v e n  i f  w e  t u r n  t o  C a r d i n a l  N e w m a n  w e  f i n d  
h i m  e x p l i c i t l y  r e j e c t i n g  t h e  s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  t h e  d e l i b e r a t e  e n d  o f  l i b e r a l  l e a r n i n g  
( e v e n  a t  a  C a t h o l i c  u n i v e r s i t y )  s h o u l d  b e  r e l i g i o u s  a n d  m o r a l  f o r m a t i o n .  H e  i n s i s t s  
" t h a t  i t  i s  a s  r e a l  a  m i s t a k e  t o  b u r d e n  i t  [ l i b e r a l  k n o w l e d g e ]  w i t h  v i r t u e  o r  r e l i g i o n  a s  
w i t h  t h e  m e c h a n i c a l  a r t s "  ( 9 0 ) .  N e w m a n  d e c l i n e s  t o  u s e  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  a t  h i s  i d e a l  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  ·  5 3  
Catholic university as a means of inculcating Christian virtues and ideals because he 
sees that liberal education, by definition, does not inculcate values. It is free inquiry, 
with no end but knowledge. It refines the mind but does not make one good: 
"Liberal Education makes not the Christian, not the Catholic, but the gentleman" (90). 
And by "gentleman" he means a person with a "cultivated intellect" (90). . 
The definition of liberal education elaborated by Van Doren and Newman ts not 
compatible with what has been proposed at Grand Valley State and elsewhere. We 
need diversity education, one of its proponents told me recently, because students of 
different races are not getting along with each other. This is a problem, and it 
reflects a serious problem in the whole country and the whole world; but it is not a 
problem liberal education will solve. The doctors of diversity propose a major 
revolution in liberal education, the addition of a third basic discipline without which 
one could no longer pretend to be an educated person. In addition to English Com-
position and Algebra, they would require that every student take a course on the 
subject of diversity. There would then be four R's instead of three, four absolutely es-
sential intellectual tools: Readin', Writin', 'Rithmetic, and Race Relations. 
If we accept Van Doren's or Newman's definition of liberal learning, this new 
course will not fit. It seeks not intellectual but social ends. It seeks to make students 
good (of course only in the limited sense of making them tolerant of others, since 
that is the only moral principle many of the diversifiers recognize as valid and 
universal); it seeks to make students sensitive (the highest of all virtues. now that for-
titude, temperance, and the rest are passe). Hence this course has a practical moral 
aim: it would attempt to produce right thinking, not refined thinking. 
We may wish to argue with Newman and say that liberal education does tend to 
produce good people. Many of our parents were generally intolerant of other ethnic 
and racial groups, and many of us became more tolerant through our studies of 
philosophy, history, foreign language, and all the other disciplines of free inquiry. 
But if liberal education had this beneficial effect on us it was not because our 
teachers designed it to do so. They taught about what seemed fascinating and im-
portant to them within their disciplines. Liberal education, if it does have good ef-
fects on the heart, does so indirectly. If we try to make it into an instrument of moral 
and social change it will not work and it will not be itself. 
"Culture" is an important word for those trying to define liberal education. but 
they do not use it in the same way the multiculturalists do. Leo Strauss writes, 
The finished product of a liberal education is a cultured human being."Cul-
ture" ( cultura) means primarily agriculture; the cultivation of the soil and its 
products, taking care of the soil, improving the soil in accordance with its 
nature." Culture" means derivatively today chiefly the cultivation of the mind, 
the taking care and improving of the native faculties of the mind in accor-
dance with the nature of the mind. (51) 
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H e r e  a g a i n  i s  N e w m a n ' s  " c u l t i v a t e d  i n t e l l e c t . "  A l f r e d  N o r t h  W h i t e h e a d  u s e s  t h e  w o r d  
" c u l t u r e "  i n  t h e  s a m e  w a y  w h e n  h e  s a y s  t h a t  " C u l t u r e  i s  a c t i v i t y  o f  t h o u g h t ,  a n d  r e c e p -
t i v e n e s s  t o  b e a u t y  a n d  h u m a n e  f e e l i n g "  ( 1 0 8 ) .  A n d  o f  c o u r s e  t h e s e  t h i n J < e r s  a r e  e c h o -
i n g  M a t t h e w  A r n o l d ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  c u l t u r e  a s  t h e  s t u d y  o f  " t h e  b e s t  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  
t h o u g h t  a n d  s a i d . "  G r a n t e d ,  t h i s  c u l t i v a t i o n  d o e s  i n v o l v e  i n c u l t u r a t i o n  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  
s e n s e ,  b u t  t h a t  i s  n o t  i t s  p r i m a r y  a i m .  O n e  d o e s  n o t  s t u d y  t h e  W e s t e r n  t r a d i t i o n  t o  
b e c o m e  a n  o r t h o d o x ,  c a r d - c a r r y i n g  E u r o c e n t r i s t ,  b u t  t o  j o i n  w h a t S t r a u s s  c a l l s  " t h e  
c o m m u n i t y  o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t  m i n d s . "  ( Y e s .  t h i s  n o t i o n  i s  e l i t i s t ,  a n d  t h e  e g a l i t a r i a n  
r e a d e r  c a n  n o w  d i s c o u n t  e v e r y t h i n g  I  a m  s a y i n g - u n l e s s  y o u  g i v e  h i g h e r  g r a d e s  t o  
s o m e  s t u d e n t s  t h a n  t o  o t h e r s ,  o r  u n l e s s  y o u  b e l i e v e  i n  a d m i s s i o n s  s t a n d a r d s ,  i n  
w h i c h  c a s e  y o u  t o o ,  h , v p o c r i t e  l e c t e u r ,  a r e  a n  e l i t i s t . )  
T h i s  c o m m u n i t y  o f  m i n d s ,  t h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c u l t u r e ,  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  t h e  m o n o l i t h i c  
c a n o n i c a l  c l u b  t h e  d o c t o r s  o f  d i v e r s i t y  p r e t e n d  i t  i s .  A s  S t r a u s s  s a y s ,  " t h e  c o m m u n i t y  
o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t  m i n d s  i s  r e n t  b y  d i s c o r d "  ( 5 1 ) .  S u c h  i s  t h e  d y n a m i c  a n d  d i v e r s e  c u l -
t u r e  t o  w h i c h  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  s h o u l d  i n t r o d u c e  u s .  A s  S t r a u s s  a d m i t s ,  t h i s  c u l t u r e  
c a n n o t  e x i s t  e n t i r e l y  a p a r t  f r o m  p a r t i c u l a r  c u l t u r e s ,  b u t  i t s  v i s i o n  i s  u n i v e r s a l  M o s t  o f  
t h e  p r o p o n e n t s  o f  d i v e r s i t y  e d u c a t i o n  d e n y  t h a t  a n y  s u c h  h i g h  c u l t u r e  o f  t h e  m i n d  i s  
r e m o t e l y  p o s s i b l e .  S o m e  o f  t h e m  a r e  f o n d  o f  u t t e r i n g  h a l f - t r u t h s  ( o r  r a t h e r  q u a r t e r -
t r u t h s )  s u c h  a s  " A l l  k n o w l e d g e  i s  a  s o c i a l  c o n s t r u c t . "  M o s t  o f  t h e m  a r e  o r d i n a r y  c u l -
t u r a l  r e l a t i v i s t s  w h o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  a l l  c u l t u r e s  a n d  a l l  c u l t u r a l  a c h i e v e m e n t s  a r e  e q u a l  
i n  e v e r y  r e s p e c t  e x c e p t  t h a t  s o m e  c u l t u r e s  a r e  m o r e  p o w e r f u l  a n d  d o m i n a t e  o t h e r s .  
T h i s  i s ,  I  s u p p o s e ,  w h a t  t h e y  m e a n  w h e n  t h e y  s a y  " e v e r y t h i n g  i s  p o l i t i c a l " :  i n  t h e i r  
N i e t z s c h e a n  w o r l d ,  r a w  p o w e r  i s  t h e  o n l y  d e t e r m i n a n t .  I n  t h i s  v i e w ,  o n e  s e e k s  
k n o w l e d g e  b e c a u s e  i t  t o o  i s  p o w e r ,  g r e a t  p o w e r .  A l l  o f  t h e  t a l k  a m o n g  t h e  
p h i l o s o p h e r s  a b o u t  s e e k i n g  k n o w l e d g e  o u t  o f  c u r i o s i t y ,  s i m p l y  b e c a u s e  t h a t  i s  w h a t  
o n e  d o e s  a s  a  h u m a n  b e i n g ,  i s  a  c l e v e r  c o v e r  f o r  t h e  p h i l o s o p h e r s '  w i l l  t o  p o w e r .  F o r  
n o w ,  l e t  u s  n o t  a r g u e  w i t h  t h i s  v i e w  o f  l i f e ,  b u t  l e t  u s  n o t e  t h a t  i t  i s  f u n d a m e n t a l l y  i n -
c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  i n  t h a t  i t  r e j e c t s  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  m a n  w i t h  w h i c h  
l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  b e g i n s .  
I f  w e  s e e k  k n o w l e d g e  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  o u r  n a t u r e  t o  d o  s o ,  t h a t  k n o w l e d g e  w i l l  b e  
s o u g h t  f o r  i t s e l f ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  i t  w i l l  c h a n g e  u s .  N e w m a n  w r i t e s , "  . . .  t h a t  a l o n e  i s  
l i b e r a l  k n o w l e d g e ,  w h i c h  s t a n d s  o n  i t s  o w n  p r e t e n s i o n s ,  w h i c h  i s  i n d e p e n d e n t  o f  s e -
q u e l ,  e x p e c t s  n o  c o m p l e m e n t ,  r e f u s e s  t o  b e  i n f o r m e d ( a s  i t  i s  c a l l e d )  b y  a n y  e n d ,  o r  
a b s o r b e d  i n t o  a n y  a r t ,  i n  o r d e r  d u l y  t o  p r e s e n t  i t s e l f  t o  o u r  c o n t e m p l a t i o n "  ( 8 4 ) .  
M o r e  r e c e n t l y  t h i s  v i e w  w a s  e x p r e s s e d  b y  t h e  l a t e  A  B a r t l e t t  G i a m a t t i  ( S p e n s e r i a n  
s c h o l a r ,  p r e s i d e n t  o f  Y a l e ,  a n d  C o m m i s s i o n e r  o f  B a s e b a l l ) :  " I d e a s ,  e m b o d i e d  i n  d a t a  
a n d  v a l u e s ,  b e l i e f s ,  p r i n c i p l e s ,  a n d  o r i g i n a l  i n s i g h t s ,  m u s t  b e  p u r s u e d  b e c a u s e  t h e y  
a r e  v a l u a b l e  i n  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  t h e  s t u f f  o f  l i f e "  ( 1 4 2 ) .  
W h e n  w e  t a l k  a b o u t  s e e k i n g  k n o w l e d g e  f o r  i t s  o w n  s a k e ,  w e  s e e k e r s  o f  l i b e r a l  
l e a r n i n g  a r e  s o m e t i m e s  d e r i d e d  a n d  t o l d  t o  c o m e  o u t  o f  o u r  i v o r y  t o w e r s .  \ V e  a r e  
c h a l l e n g e d  t o  c o n c e r n  o u r s e l v e s  w i t h  m a t t e r s  t h a t  a r e  r e l e v a n t  t o  o r d i n a r y ,  d a y - t o -
d a y  l i f e .  W e  m a y  r e s p o n d  i n  t w o  w a y s .  W e  m a y  a r g u e  t h a t  s o l u t i o n s  t o  p r a c t i c a l  
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problems often result from our contemplations, as they do in fact. We might even go 
so far as to say that when we attempt to solve a problem directly we are usually less 
successful than when we allow the solutions to arise from the pursuit of knowledge. 
I remember the reaction of one of my biology professors when, in the early 1970s, 
money began to be taken from primary biological research and put into cancer 
research. He angrily maintained that cures would come faster through basic 
research than through applied research. Similarly, genuine respect between people 
of different races is more likely to come from liberal education than from training in 
liberal doctrine. The other answer we can give to our pragmatic compatriots, 
however, is that whether it gets results or not we must engage in free inquiry and 
teach our students to do the same, because to do so is to become more fully human, 
and that is a good in itself The "liberal" in liberal education means this, and only this: 
free inquiry which seeks knowledge for its own sake. A diversity course aimed at 
producing right thinking and right action in our students does not seek to foster 
free inquiry and does not belong in a liberal arts curriculum. 
Part of the problem with the doctors of diversity is that many of them do not 
believe an individual human being has any intrinsic value, for they are accustomed 
to thinking of people as statistics or as producers or consumers or members of vic-
timized groups. This way of thinking leads to much curricular change because a cur-
riculum change can presumably change whole groups of people and eventually 
change society. The professors of liberal learning, on the other hand, delight in the 
growth of each student's mind. Newman aims to foster in students a "philosophical 
habit" (not to be confused with the currently fashionable "critical thinking," which 
one sometimes also sees turned into the verb "to criticallv think"). Russell Kirk 
argues that the purpose of a liberal education is "to order' the human soul" (80). 
Donald Levine proposes that even martial arts can be taught in a liberal manner if 
they are learned "for the sake of perfecting oneself as a human being and for acquir-
ing a kind of culture that is intrinsically valuable" (150). There is that notion of intrin-
sically valuable culture again. "Multiculturalists," who do not really believe in such a 
thing, wish to create a forum in which various "disempowered" cultures can show 
that they are just as good as the "empowered" one. They deny that there is any one 
intellectual culture we all can share. They deny that liberal education exists, as they 
deny that human nature exists. 
The proposal before us now at Grand Valley State University is the best of its type 
that I know of. What is so good about it is that it carefully spells out what diversity 
education should not be. According to our committee's recommendation, it should 
not be relativistic, deconstructive, remedial, or expiatory. It should not indoctrinate 
our students but should allow them to "think critically" about an important social 
issue. These are all the warnings the guardians of liberal education have been 
sounding, and we must feel grateful to have had our concerns acknowledged more 
clearly than they have been elsewhere. 
It will seem, then, ungrateful and uncompromising if we criticize the proposaL but 
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1 o w l e d g e d  m o r e  
t h e  p r o p o s a l .  b u t  
t h e  v e r y  i n c l u s i o n  o f  a l l  t h e s e  c a v e a t s  l e a v e s  u s  w o n d e r i n g .  W h e n  d i d  y o u  l a s t  s e e  a  
c o u r s e  p r o p o s a l  w h i c h  b e g a n  w i t h  s o  m a n y  w a r n i n g s ?  W h a t  s o r t  o f  a  c o u r s e  
p r o p o s a l  w o u l d  n e e d  t o  d e f i n e  s o  c a r e f u l l y  w h a t  t h e  c o u r s e  s h o u l d  n o t  d o ?  T h e  
a n s w e r ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  t h a t  t h e  c o u r s e  n e e d s  s o  m a n y  n e g a t i v e  d e f i n i t i o n s  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  
e s s e n t i a l l y  a  p o l i t i c a l l y  m o t i v a t e d  c o u r s e  w h i c h  w o u l d  i n v i t e  a b u s e  a n d  b e c o m e  
m o s t  o f  t h e  t h i n g s  t h e  p r o p o s a l  t e l l s  u s  i t  i s  n o t  t o  b e .  A  f i n a l  r h e t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n :  
w h o m  w o u l d  y o u  t r u s t  t o  t e a c h  s u c h  a  c o u r s e ?  
W h e n  w e  t u r n  f r o m  t h e  n e g a t i v e  d e f i n i t i o n s  t o  t h e  p o s i t i v e  o n e s ,  t h e  " A i m s "  a n d  
" C o m m o n  E l e m e n t s , "  w e  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  p r o p o s a l  i s  m u c h  l e s s  a b l e  t o  d e f i n e  w h a t  t h e  
c o u r s e  w o u l d  b e .  T h e  f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e  i s  " o p e n n e s s . "  a n d  e v e n  t h o u g h  i t  i s  d u l y  f o l -
l o w e d  b y  " d e f i n i t e n e s s , "  t h e  t e r m s  a r e  s o  a b s t r a c t  t h a t  w e  a r e  l e f t  w i t h  o p e n n e s s  
a l o n e ,  n o  d e f i n i t i o n .  T h e  c o m m i t t e e ' s  d e c i s i o n  n o t  t o  a t t a c h  a  s a m p l e  s y l l a b u s  m a k e s  
t h i s  a v o i d a n c e  o f  d e f i n i t i o n  y e t  m o r e  o b v i o u s .  S u c h  a n  o p e n  d e s c r i p t i o n  w o u l d  a l -
l o w  i n d i v i d u a l  i n s t r u c t o r s  t o  d o  v i r t u a l l y  w h a t e v e r  t h e y  w a n t e d  w i t h  t h e  c o u r s e .  w i t h  
n o t h i n g  t o  p r e v e n t  t h e i r  t u r n i n g  i t  i n t o  a l l  t h e  t h i n g s  t h e  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n  h a s  s a i d  i t  
s h o u l d  n o t  b e .  T h e  o n l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  p r o p o s a l  w h i c h  r e a l l y  g i v e s  a n  i d e a  o f  w h a t  t h e  
c o u r s e  w o u l d  b e  i s  t h e  b i b l i o g r a p h y .  a n d  i t  i s  c l e a r l y  a  b i b l i o g r a p h y  f o r  a  c o u r s e  i n  
r e m e d i a l  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s  a n d  E u r o p h o b i a .  
I  h a v e  o n e  m o r e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  r a t i o n a l e  g i v e n  b y  o u r  p r o p o s a l - o n e  w h i c h  
c o m e s  b e f o r e  t h e  o t h e r s .  o n e  I  a n d  o t h e r s  h a v e  m a d e  b e f o r e .  o n l y  t o  b e  i g n o r e d .  
T h e  d i v e r s i f i e r s  h a v e  f a i l e d  t o  s h o w  t w o  t h i n g s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  a n y  p r o p o s a L  e s p e c i a l l y  
o n e  a s  r a d i c a l  a s  t h i s .  F i r s t .  t h e y  m u s t  s h o w  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  p r o b l e m  w i t h  
t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  a s  i t  s t a n d s .  A r e  w e  i n  f a c t  f a i l i n g  t o  d e a l  w i t h  e i t h e r  t h e  a b s t r a c t  
q u e s t i o n  o f  u n i t y - i n - d i v e r s i t y  o r  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  i s s u e  o f  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s '  S e c o n d .  t h e y  
m u s t  s h o w  t h a t  t h e i r  p l a n  i s  t h e  b e s t  w a y  o f  a d d r e s s i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m .  I f  i t  i s  n o t  
b e i n g  d o n e  w e l l  w i t h i n  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m ,  c o u l d  i t  b e .  a n d  w o u l d  t h a t  n o t  b e  b e t t e r  t h a n  
c r e a t i n g  a  s e p a r a t e  c o u r s e ?  
E v e n  t h i s  c h a l l e n g e  b e g s  a  f u n d a m e n t a l  q u e s t i o n :  I s  a n r c u r r i c u l a r  s o l u t i o n  t h e  
b e s t  w a y  o f  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  s p e c i f i c  p r o b l e m  o f  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s ?  W o u l d  t h e  t a x -
p a y e r s '  m o n e y  n o t  b e  s p e n t  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e l y  o n  r e c r u i t m e n t .  s c h o l a r s h i p .  a n d  m e n -
t o r  p r o g r a m s  w h i c h  h e l p  n o n - w h i t e  s t u d e n t s  s u c c e e d  a n d  b e c o m e  i n t e g r a t e d ?  ( I  a m  
a w a r e  t h a t  t h i s  s u g g e s t i o n  i s  r e d e f i n e d  b y  s o m e  a s  " b l a m i n g  t h e  v i c t i m . "  B y  w h a t  
s p e c i e s  o f  p o s t - n o v u m  o r g a n u m  a n t i - l o g i c  " h e l p i n g "  c a n  b e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  " b l a m i n g . "  
I  d o  n o t  k n o w . )  I t  s e e m s  t o  m e  t h a t  t h i s  l a s t  s h o u l d  b e  o u r  f i r s t  s o l u t i o n .  a n d  I  c a n n o t  
h e l p  f e e l i n g  t h a t  t h e  d o c t r i n a i r e  a p p r o a c h  o f  c u r r i c u l u m  r e v i s i o n  r e f l e c t s  a  c o m f o r t -
a b l e  s o r t  o f  l i b e r a l i s m  w h i c h  p r e f e r s  p r e a c h i n g  t o  a c t i o n .  A s  I  t h i n k  a b o u t  i t ,  H o l d e n  
C a u l f i e l d ' s  f a v o r i t e  w o r d  c o m e s  t o  m i n d :  p h o n y .  S m u g ,  e m p t y  g e s t u r e s  c h a n g e  n o t h -
i n g - l e a s t  o f  a l l ,  m i n d s .  
A t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  S t a t e  t h e r e  i s  a  g e n e r a l  t a c i t  a g r e e m e n t  t h a t  a  s e p a r a t e  c o u r s e  i n  
d i v e r s i t y  i s  n o t  a  v e r y  c r e a t i v e  i d e a .  " B u t , "  p e o p l e  a r e  s a y i n g ,  " w e  m u s t  d o  s o m e t h i n g "  
I  a p p r o v e  o f  d o i n g  s o m e t h i n g .  I  w a n t  t o  c h a l l e n g e  m y  c o l l e a g u e s ,  a n d  m y s e l f .  t o  
w o r k  w i t h  n o n - w h i t e  s t u d e n t s ,  p r e f e r a b l y  b e g i n n i n g  w h i l e  t h e y  a r e  s t i l l  i n  h i g h  
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school. Our university, for example, might adopt one of the Grand Rapids inner city 
high schools and establish some type of college prep program there. Some such 
programs have already begun, and they seem an excellent way of recruiting lower-
class and non-white students. Let us do something truly radical, not make an ex-
piatory curricular sacrifice. 
If we want curricular change that will really change people, let us increase the re-
quirements for the types of courses that changed many of us when we first dis-
covered the astonishing unity-in-diversity of a liberal education. Require world his-
tory, American history, foreign language, geography, political science, anthropology, 
American literature. art historv, and music historv. 
As an example of how ivory-tower education' leads to appreciation of otherness, I 
would like to recall how learning the Spanish language led me to a love of things 
Spanish and Hispanic, whether it was the art of El Greco or salsa of my own making 
or the Mexican-American family I worked with on the all-night shift cleaning up the 
meat-packing plant back in Wyoming. My once-impressive command of the lan-
guage led me eventually to a party with several Venezuelans and Columbians in Mal-
lorca-a night of listening to Columbian writers Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Plinio 
Mendoza, who went on for hours about the revolutions of their vouth and the artistic 
creations of their maturity. Given my experiences, I am taken aback when the diver-
sifiers claim that our foreign language classes do not give students any real under-
standing of foreign cultures. Certainly we could give them more immediate ex-
periences of foreign culture than language study gives, but there would never be any 
real depth to those experiences. A liberal education gives students the linguistic 
equipment that makes genuine inter-cultural experience possible. 
If we try to use academic courses to address directly the social and political 
problems of our time, we will inevitably fail because we will be abandoning our 
charge. Liberal education is most radical in its effects on the mind when it is least 
practical and relevant. A direct connection to practical concerns is the death of free 
inquiry and will produce only anger and conformity, not metanoia. 
At a faculty forum in November, proponents again ignored these arguments. It 
seems to be sufficient, in the minds of the diversifiers, to point out that the propor-
tion of non-whites in our nation is increasing; ergo, we must have this course. Again, 
there seems to be some new system of logic at work here. Such assertions tend to be 
followed by platitudes. At our forum someone said, "If we fail to plan, we are plan-
ning to fail." Reasoning aside, this common assertion makes it clear that diversity 
education is intended to respond to a practical social reality. Whatever knowledge 
might be discovered in Diversity 101, it would not be sought for its own sake. 
At our faculty forum, several supporters of the proposal made explicit their inten-
tion of having the course take on the very expiatory, remedial role the proposal 
ruled out. They also wanted to make sure that all victimized groups would be 
represented. One professor was concerned that "gender" issues had not been in-
cluded in the course design. Another reminded us that no course in "multicul-
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